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 For Mom, Dad, and Lisa.
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Lex wondered, for a fleeting moment, what her principal’s head might look like if it were stabbed atop a giant wooden spear.

“I can’t imagine why you’re smiling, young lady,” Mr. Truitt said from behind his desk, “but I can assure you that there is nothing funny about this situation. How many of your classmates must end up in the emergency room before you get it through that head of yours that fighting on school property is strictly forbidden?”

Lex yawned and pulled the hood of her black sweatshirt even farther over her face.

“Stop that.” Her mother pushed it back to reveal a messy head of long black hair. “You’re being rude.”

“I’m in an awkward position here,” the principal continued, running a hand through his greasy comb-over. “I don’t want to expel Lex. I know you two are good parents; Cordy is practically a model student!” He paused and eyed Lex for a moment to let this sink in, hoping to maybe guilt the wicked girl into obedience. Her face, however, remained stony.

“But when it comes to Lex, I don’t see any other choice in the matter,” he went on, frowning. “I’m sorry, but the list of scars that my students have sustained at the hand of your daughter grows longer each week. Poor Logan Hochspring’s arm will forever carry an imprint of her dental records!”

“You bit him?” Lex’s father said.

“He called me a wannabe vampire,” she said. “What was I supposed to do?”

“Oh, I don’t know—maybe not bite him?”

Lex zoned out as her parents once again launched into the traditional practice of begging Mr. Truitt for just one more chance. She had heard it so many times by now that she could even mouth the words in certain places, with a little “She’s just troubled, you see” sprinkled with a dollop of “It’s probably just a phase” and closing, of course, with the ever-popular “It’ll be different this time, you have our word.” Lex stuck a slender finger into her mouth and fished around until she found a small blond hair. She pulled it out of her teeth with a quick snap, the memory of Logan Hochspring’s startled cries of pain ringing through her ears.

“Very well,” Mr. Truitt finally said, standing up. “One more chance. With only a week left in the school year, I can hardly justify an expulsion.” He shook her parents’ hands with a meaty paw, then regarded Lex with a smile. “Perhaps a summer away will do you some good.”

Lex hissed.

As she was yanked out to the parking lot, however, the principal’s cryptic farewell began to trouble her. And something about the way he had smiled—the way doctors beam at children right before jabbing them with tetanus shots—felt very ominous.

“What did he mean, a summer away?” she asked.

“I knew you weren’t listening,” said her mother. “We’ll talk about it over dinner.”

“Can’t wait,” Lex said as her father shoved her into the back seat, taking note of the adorable way he attempted to engage the child safety lock without her noticing.

***

Lexington Bartleby, age sixteen, had spent the last two years transforming her squeaky-clean, straight-A life into that of a hooligan. A delinquent. A naughty little rapscallion, as it were.

To the untrained eye, it appeared as though Lex had simply grown bored. She had begun acting out in every way that a frustrated bundle of pubescence possibly could: she stole things, she swore like a drunken pirate, and she punched people. A lot of people. Nerds, jocks, cheerleaders, goths, gays, straights, blacks, whites, that kid in the wheelchair—no one was safe. Her peers had to admire her for that, at least—Tyrannosaurus Lex, as they called her, was an equal opportunity predator.

But something about this transformation didn’t quite add up. Her outbursts were triggered by the smallest of annoyances, bubbling up from nowhere, no matter how hard she tried to resist them. And worse still, they seemed to grow stronger as time went on. By the end of Lex’s junior year, every swear word was reverberating at a deafening volume, and each human punching bag lost at least one of his or her permanent bicuspids.

Parents, teachers, and classmates were stymied by the atrocious behavior of the menace in the black hoodie. These crime sprees simply did not fit with the bright, affable Lex everyone had known and loved for fourteen years prior. Even her twin sister, Concord, who knew her better than anyone, could not come up with a way to unravel this massive conspiracy. Lex was furious at something, and no one could figure out what.

But the truth was, Lex didn’t know either. It was as if her psyche had been infected with an insidious pathogen, like the viruses in all those zombie movies that turn otherwise decent human beings into bloodthirsty, unkempt maniacs who are powerless to stop themselves from unleashing their wrath upon the woefully underprepared masses. She just felt angry, all the time, at absolutely nothing. And whenever she tried to pinpoint the reason why, no matter how hard she tried, she was never able to come up with a single, solitary explanation.

***

The Bartleby house was a modest abode, squeezed and cramped onto a crowded neighborhood street in Queens, New York. One got the impression that the city planners, when making room for the slender pile of wood that the Bartlebys would one day call home, simply shoved the adjacent houses to either side, dumped a truckload of floorboards and piping and electrical wires into the empty space, and let nature take its course.

The dining room was at the rear of the house, overlooking a small backyard that contained the following items: a rusty swing set, a faded plastic turtle sandbox, a charcoal grill still crusty with the forgotten remains of last summer’s cookouts, and a once-beloved tree house now inhabited by a family of raccoons.

Lex looked out the sliding glass door at the remnants of her childhood and wondered if the tree house’s new tenants were rabid. Maybe she could train them as her minions.

“Lex,” said Mrs. Bartleby, rousing her daughter from her maniacal fantasies, “your father and I are going to talk at you. And you are going to sit here and listen. Any questions?”

“Yes,” said Lex. “Are restraints really necessary this time?”

“You bet.” Her mother sharply tightened the tangled mess of jump ropes around Lex’s midsection, all the while struggling not to let her heartache show. Mrs. Bartleby, despite all current appearances to the contrary, loved her children more than anything in the world. Each double knot she made in the rope mirrored the increasingly gnarled lumps tugging deep within her gut.

“Isn’t this child abuse?” Cordy piped up from across the table, eyeing her writhing twin. “She’s not going to bite us.”

“She might, once we start talking. Note the absence of cutlery as well. There’s a darn good reason I made tacos tonight.”

Lex wriggled some more, but soon found that the ropes were tighter than usual. “This is insane!” she yelled, tearing at the knots. “Seriously, what the f—”

“Lexington!” Her mother pointed across the room to a large pickle jar filled to the brim with dollar bills. “I don’t think I need to remind you that you’re already forty-two dollars in debt. You can’t afford to swear any more, my dear child.” Mrs. Bartleby loathed swearing, but was in fact beginning to secretly enjoy the small stash her daughter’s foul mouth had produced. She was thinking of using the proceeds to purchase a desktop Civil War cannon replica for her fifth grade classroom, as the only thing Mrs. Bartleby loved more than her children was American history and the spectacular weaponry it had produced.

“Can we get on with this?” Mr. Bartleby said. “The game starts in twenty minutes.”

“You and that infernal team, honestly—” she started, but then closed her mouth after receiving a harsh glare from her husband, who often asserted that anyone crazy enough to name her daughters after the first battles of the American Revolution waived all rights to accuse anyone else of being too obsessed with anything.

Mr. Bartleby took a deep breath and gazed across the table at his small but loving family. Storm clouds were beginning to gather in the murky sky outside, artfully adding the right amount of gloom to the situation.

“Okay, Lex,” he began, “here’s the deal. You’re our daughter, and we love you very much.” He briefly glanced at his tired wife, as if to receive verification of this fact. “But enough is enough. I don’t know what’s gotten into you over the past couple of years, but I don’t like what I’ve seen, and I definitely don’t like where it’s heading.” He scratched at his goatee, trying to think of how to say what he had to say next. His shiny bald head, shaved smooth every morning, gleamed in the dull glow of the dining room light.

He looked helplessly at his daughter with kind, sad eyes. “We think—your mother and I think—that it would be best for you to go away for a little while.”

Lex’s eyes widened. Cordy dropped her taco.

“Go where?” Lex said, doubling her unknotting efforts. “You’re kicking me out of the house?”

Her mother shook her head. “No, honey, of course not. We’d never put you out on the street.”

“Then what?”

Mr. Bartleby looked at his wife, then at his non-tethered daughter, then up, at nothing. Anything to avoid the squirmy, hurt visage of his troubled baby girl. “You’re going to go stay up north with Uncle Mort for the summer,” he told the ceiling.

Lex, who a second ago had been fully prepared to explode into a vicious rage and had even started planning some sort of dramatic dive through the plate glass window, chair and all, was for once shocked into speechlessness.

Mrs. Bartleby put her hand on Lex’s shoulder. “I know it’s a rather odd decision, but we think that a few months of fresh air could do you some good. You can get in touch with nature, lend a hand on Uncle Mort’s farm, maybe even learn something! You could milk a cow!”

Cordy let out a snort. “She’d probably punch the cow.”

“We’ve been thinking this over for a while now, and we really believe it is the best thing for everyone at the moment,” said Mr. Bartleby. “It’ll only be for the summer, sweetie.”

Lex couldn’t believe what she was hearing. They were really doing it. They were kicking her out.

But they were her parents! Putting up with all of her crap was their official job—they couldn’t just wriggle out of it! She tried to swallow the lump forming in her throat. How could they do this to her? How could they not see past all the recklessness and beatings and remember the real daughter they had raised? She was still in there somewhere, deep down. Wasn’t she?

Almost as an answer to that very question, the inescapable anger arose once again. With one last tug at the knots, Lex stood up, slammed the untangled jump rope onto the table, and, well aware of how bratty it sounded, spat out the only thing her reeling temper could think of.

“I hate you!”

Her father sighed as she thundered upstairs. “I know.”

***

Lex flopped onto her bed and stared at the ceiling. She wished, as almost all kids wish at one point or another, that she could turn into a pterodactyl and fly away and never come back.

Cordy cautiously made her way into the room that she and her sister had shared for the entirety of their sixteen years together. It should be noted, however, that the mere word “room” could in no way convey the sheer dimensions of it all; it seemed, in fact, to bend the very fabric of space. A normal bedroom could not possibly contain this much stuff.

Clothing littered every available surface. Schoolwork converged in a pile in the middle of the floor. Walls were no longer visible behind a plethora of posters, tapestries, and artwork. Cordy, who from the age of five had dreamed only of designing roller coasters for a living, kept a trunk full of engineering projects under the window; while Lex, who despite years of flawless report cards had yet to be struck by a single career aspiration, stored a graveyard of abandoned hobbies under her bed. Bowing wooden shelves held scores of books, candles, McDonald’s Happy Meal toys, movies, snow globes, awards, and stale, forgotten pieces of candy. It was a veritable museum of useless crap.

But all of these treasures paled in comparison to the photographs.

Pictures of Lex and Cordy blanketed the room like oversize confetti, not an inch of blank space left exposed. An inseparable childhood, all summed up in an endless series of four-by-six-inch prints: several taken in the hospital nursery shortly after their birth, a few of their first steps, two featuring their matching pink backpacks on the first day of school, one taken on Halloween when they were eight and had dressed as salt and pepper shakers, and another taken five seconds later, as the cumbersome headpiece had toppled Lex to the floor. Birthday parties, backyard antics, school plays, soccer games—no event escaped diligent documentation.

And although the more recent photos implied the evolution of two separate, distinct species, the Bartleby girls were undeniably twins, through and through. The shared room was merely an extension of their shared lives, and Lex found her hands trembling as Cordy sat down on her bed. She couldn’t remember the last time they had been separated, because it had never happened.

“Hey,” Cordy said softly, “are you okay?”

Lex sat up and looked at the person with whom she had shared a womb, studying the contours of the face that was so very similar to her own. Though the girls were not identical twins, many features were still mirrored in perfect biological harmony: the small nose, the light olive complexion, and, of course, the large, almost black eyes that both sisters considered to be their best feature.

Unanimously agreed upon as their worst feature, on the other hand, was the dark, pathetic excuse for hair atop their heads: Lex’s a long, thick, wavy mop, and Cordy’s an irreparable mess of frizz and curls. Neither took any interest in this hopeless situation, which led to more fights with their mother than anyone would dare to count.

“What do you think about all of this?” Lex asked.

Cordy picked up a nearby rubber band and absent-mindedly tangled it through her fingers. “I don’t know. It sucks.”

“Yeah,” said Lex. Cordy wasn’t looking at her. “It’s just not fair,” she went on. “I mean, I know I’ve been a total sh—” She cut herself off, wondering if her mother could possibly be listening right outside the room, ready with the swear jar. “I’ve been a brat. But—”

“But why have you been a brat? Why are you acting like this?” Cordy narrowed her eyes. “You used to be a hall monitor.”

“Yeah, those were truly magical days. Nothing like the tyrannical power to give detentions to freshmen.”

“But now you give them concussions!” Cordy jumped to her feet, her face flushing red with anger. “I just don’t understand why you have to be this way! Do you realize how many times I’ve defended you, told people that this isn’t the real you, only to have it shoved right back in my face whenever you get suspended for breaking someone’s nose? Can’t you just stop?” she said, desperation straining her voice.

“I’ve tried!” Lex looked down. “You know I’ve tried.”

Cordy slumped. “Then go,” she said, her voice cracking. “I don’t want you to, but if Uncle Mort is the only thing that’ll keep you from decimating the school population, if that’s what it takes to bring back the old you, go.”

She crossed the room and sat down on her own bed. Lex watched, forlorn, unable to argue with her sister’s logic—until something occurred to her. She gave Cordy a funny look. “Huh.”

“What?” Cordy asked irritably.

“It’s kind of weird, isn’t it?”

“What’s weird?”

“That they picked Uncle Mort.”

“So? What’s wrong with Uncle Mort?”

“Cordy, come on. We haven’t seen him in years. Can you even remember the last time he visited?”

Cordy scrunched up her face. “Sort of. We were six, right? He brought those things, whatever they are.” She pointed to a pair of spherical glass trinkets on a nearby shelf. They featured a whirl of small lights inside, and smelled faintly of alcohol.

“Exactly. Other than the random crap he sends for birthdays, we barely know the guy. Half the time it’s like Dad forgets he even has a little brother. So why him?” She crept to the edge of the bed. “Why not Aunt Veronica, in Oregon? Or Uncle Mike? Or Mom’s cousin Dom—he’s a corrections officer!” She lowered her voice. “For all we know, Uncle Mort could be some dumbass hillbilly who lives off roadkill and drinks his own urine. How is spending two months in some disgusting shack in upstate rural hell going to turn me into an obedient young woman?”

Cordy furrowed her brow. “Mom and Dad must have their reasons. They wouldn’t just ship you off to a mass murderer. Maybe they want you to get to know him better. Maybe he’s a cool guy?”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Well, you don’t make any sense either.”

Lex looked wearily at her twin, whom she had never once punched, smacked, bitten, or even noogied. “I’m sorry, Cordy,” she said. “I mean, I’m sorry that you’re a part of this. I can handle leaving the city, but leaving you . . .”

Cordy lay down and hugged her tattered plush octopus, Captain Wiggles. Lex looked at her sister’s watering eyes and sighed. How upset could they really get over this? They’d probably just be separated next year anyway, if they went to different colleges (if Lex managed to scrounge up the teacher recommendations to even get into college). They couldn’t stay kids forever.

Afraid that much more introspection would lead to a frustrated crying jag, Lex sniffed back her own tears and fell into her pillow. “I just can’t believe I’m really going,” she said finally, in what she hoped was a mature-sounding voice.

Cordy nodded. “It’s going to be so weird.”

Lex glanced at the bookshelf. There, nestled snugly between a softball trophy and a photo of the two girls grinning with finger paint smeared all over their faces, their arms wrapped tightly around each other’s shoulders, sat Uncle Mort’s strange glass contraptions, wobbling ever so slightly.

She raised a single eyebrow. “No kidding.”
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Lex stared out the window of the Greyhound bus at the raging, apocalyptic storm. Ferocious winds whipped through the blackened sky, massive drops of rain pelted the glass, and every so often a lightning bolt would illuminate the entirety of the coach, repeatedly terrifying the man sitting behind her whose cocaine habit had become obvious to anyone within a five-seat radius.

Clearly, the weather was not the only foul element of this trip.

Lex was quite unhappily sitting next to a homebound college student. She was able to discern this by the sweatshirt he was wearing, which boasted a trio of Greek letters, and by his shirt collar underneath, which was unabashedly popped and sticking straight up. He resembled a preppy Count Chocula. And, as with most preppy Count Choculas, he had no idea how ridiculous he looked.

Deducing that any interaction with her fellow bus travelers would likely lead to some form of manslaughter, Lex had done everything in her power to avoid getting stuck with a seatmate. She had poured all the contents of her bag onto the empty seat beside her. She spread out her body and pretended to be asleep. And when the driver ordered her to give up the seat, she threw a shoe at his face.

All in vain, she thought bitterly as she glared at the kid, who had put on his best “I’m a douchebag” face and tried to strike up a conversation the second he sat down.

“Hey there, cutie,” he said. “What’s your name?”

Lex rolled her eyes and turned toward the window. “Kill me.”

“Kimmy? I’m Steve,” he went on, undeterred. “So, are you in school? I go to NYU. Where do you go?”

Lex gave him the same look a cheetah makes just before devouring a gazelle. “Listen, I really appreciate your efforts to make my trip infinitely more torturous than it already is, but do you think that you could maybe just shut the hell up for the rest of the ride, lest I rip off those hideous sunglasses and start beating you over the head with them?”

Steve looked as though he had just swallowed a socket wrench. “Sor-ry,” he said. “Just trying to be friendly.”

“Cram it, Steve.”

Lex’s mood was fouler than usual. Not only she was getting shipped off to Uncle Dementia’s Land of Psychosis, but she had also received the mother of all gloomy farewells when her family deposited her at the bus station. Mom had cried. Dad’s chin quivered. And Cordy wrapped her in a sullen embrace, digging her nails into Lex’s back as she whispered, “Get it all out of your system. Bring back the old Lex, or so help me God, I’ll tell everyone you went to musical theater camp.”

The two sisters had locked eyes once more as Lex took her seat by the window and the bus started to pull away. Lex broke the stare first, glaring sourly at the seat in front of her. If Cordy couldn’t see that this separation was equally excruciating on both ends, well, then, she deserved to be miserable.

Lex tried to return to her book, but even good old Edgar Allan couldn’t improve the dreadful situation into which she was being dragged at sixty-five miles an hour. Scowling at the total injustice of her life, she slammed the book shut and had just started scanning the vicinity for something to punch when a flash of red and blue lights caught her eye.

She squinted through the rain as the bus slowed to a crawl. A tractor-trailer had jackknifed across the highway, taking three cars with it. Everything was jumbled together on the grassy median in a tortured, twisted mass of metal. It was hard to tell where one vehicle ended and another began.

Both sides of the highway came to a standstill. Ambulance sirens screamed through the dull thudding of the rain as more emergency vehicles tore onto the scene. Lex surveyed the wreck with nothing more than a fleeting interest and a grim expression—until something bizarre appeared.

A white, blinding flash of light.

Startled, Lex peered through the rain. It was so brief—like the flash of a camera—that she couldn’t even be sure she had seen it at all. Or if she had, it must have been lightning—except hadn’t the light come from inside one of the cars? But that made no sense. The vehicle was crumpled beyond recognition, there were no signs of life.

Another flash, this time definitely emanating from within a rolled-over SUV. Lex looked at the paramedics, some of whom were shining flashlights into the cars—but none of their lights matched the brilliance, or the brevity, of the powerful blazes she had just seen.

Momentarily forgetting her policy of isolationism from the dreaded Bus People, Lex whipped her gaze around the coach, expecting the passengers to be gawking at the lights as well, but it seemed as if no one had even noticed. Some scanned the wreckage; a few grumbled about traffic. Lex huffed impatiently. Were these people blind?

She jabbed Steve, who was listening to music and attempting to sleep. “Ow! What?”

“Watch.”

He removed his headphones. “Oh, now you want to talk?”

“Grow up, Steve. This is purely out of necessity.” She leaned back in her seat so he could see out the window. “Look—there’s another one!” she yelled as the peculiar electricity sparked once more. “What is that?”

Steve squinted. “Um, a car accident, I think?”

Lex resisted the urge to grab his popped collar and send his head on a whimsical voyage through the glass. “No, I mean that.” She pointed at the SUV. “The weird flash that just came from that car!”

“You mean lightning?”

“NO, the—that!” she cried at another burst of light. “Right there!” She pounded her finger on the windowpane for emphasis, but Steve’s face remained quizzical.

A chill ran through Lex’s body. “Can’t you see them?”

“I don’t see anything but a massive car wreck and probably a lot of casualties.” Steve frowned in disapproval. “You shouldn’t rubberneck like that, it’s kind of an awful thing to do.”

Lex was about to dispense a salty retort, but she lost her chance as the bus sprang to life and they were jerked back in their seats. “No no no,” she whispered, twisting around as the bus picked up speed. “I’m not done yet.” But the bus driver pressed on, pumping the accelerator until the grisly scene was nothing more than a blur of lights fading into the distance.

Steve, disgusted, put his headphones back on. Lex swallowed and looked at her watch. An hour more until they reached Albany, then another two to Uncle Mort’s stop.

She reclined the seat and closed her eyes. Surely it had been some sort of meteorological phenomenon. Or maybe a bit of the lingering cocaine in the air had found its way into her system. Either way, hallucinations were not something she needed to add to her list of problems right now. There was too much other crap to deal with.

Including a snoring Steve, who was coming closer and closer to getting The Complete Works of Edgar Allan Poe shoved right down his throat.
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Three hours later Lex finally stepped off the bus.

And into a gigantic puddle of water.

Luckily, by that point, hardly any passengers remained to witness her misfortune. Steve had gotten off in Albany, along with the cocaine guy and anyone else with enough sense not to continue farther upstate. She mumbled a thanks to the driver, who, obviously still bitter over the whole shoe-throwing incident, quickly closed the door behind her and mouthed, “Good luck.”

As Lex assessed her surroundings, she began to see why luck had suddenly become so essential. She was standing in a muddy trench on the side of the road, a road that stretched for about fifty feet in both directions before being swallowed up by trees. And the trees—Lex had never imagined that a forest could be so thick. It seemed as if they were actually fighting one another for floor space, an inextricable web of broad trunks and tangled, sprawling limbs.

She took out her phone. No reception. “Awesome.”

At least the rain had stopped. Lex shouldered her bag, pulled her hood up to block out the dismal gray sky, and scanned the road for any hints of human civilization. As her feet squelched in her soggy sneakers, she desperately hoped that the luggage her mother had packed and shipped ahead to her uncle’s house would contain at least one pair of extra shoes.

Of course it would. Knowing her mom, she had probably packed five, along with several handwritten notes proclaiming her unconditional love. A pang of guilt poked at Lex’s chest.

Whatever, she thought, putting it out of her mind. It was their foolish idea for me to come here, not mine.

Yet as she adjusted her bulging backpack and thought of Cordy—probably at work by now, scooping ice cream down at the local Baskin-Robbins, enjoying an endless supply of free chocolate chip cookie dough—Lex came to the conclusion that this whole insidious, rage-filled zombie thing, whatever it was, had been colossally unfair. Why her? And why smack-dab in the middle of high school, when it’s hard enough as it is to act like a normal, well-adjusted earthling?

She sighed and looked at her watch. Uncle Mort was supposed to have picked her up five minutes ago. Restless, she began walking down the muddy road, not even sure if she was going in the right direction. A bear would arrive to eat her soon, no doubt. She certainly hoped Mr. Truitt would be happy upon learning that her bloodied corpse had been found in a muck-filled ditch.

A loud rumbling in the distance paused her steps. Lex spun around. Something was coming.

She resumed walking. Nothing could scare her now. She’d welcome a hint of danger, in fact. A deadly grizzly attack would certainly be preferable to a summer of cow wrangling.

The noise grew louder, echoing off the damp trunks of the forest. It was only a few yards behind her now. Lex crammed her hands over her ears and finally broke into a run, but it was no use. The roar drew closer and closer—

And stopped.

Lex lowered her hands, turned around, and nearly shat her pants.

Sitting atop a black and purple–streaked motorcycle was, in a startling number of details, the exact type of villain depicted in the Never Talk to Strangers! picture book that had been drilled into Lex as a child: a man six feet tall, in his late thirties, lean but strong, roguishly attractive, and sporting the rather nondescript ensemble of a smudged white T-shirt, a pair of jeans, and heavy black combat boots. Peeking out from underneath his sleeves were samplings of what was undoubtedly an impressive array of tattoos, and a red, craggy scar ran from his right earlobe to the corner of whatever sort of eye hid behind his sunglasses. Clearly, this was a man who would waste no time in snapping the neck of anyone who happened to piss him off.

Yet this was only the beginning of what had unnerved Lex.

A distinct change in the air had settled over her skin the moment the engine stopped. The atmosphere itself started to crackle with a bizarre, nameless electricity. As she searched the man’s figure for an explanation, more and more peculiarities began to pop out. The pale, slender fingers wrapped around the handlebars looked like those of a skeleton, yet his face was tanned and featured at least two days’ worth of stubble. Circling his wrist was a dark gray iron band about an inch wide, the surface of which seemed to turn to static every few seconds or so, as if it were a television screen with bad reception. And topping it all off was the chaotic mess of hair on his head. Blacker even than Lex’s, and streaked with purple just like the bike, it stuck out in windblown, tousled spikes, as if he had stuck his finger into a charged socket only seconds before.

He cracked his knuckles. “Hop on.”

Lex remained very still. “Um, my ride should be here soon.”

“Aw, Lex.”

She blinked.

“You’re killing me, kiddo! Don’t tell me you don’t even recognize your Uncle Mort!”

What then escaped Lex’s lips was more than a gasp. The sheer force was such that she half expected the nearby trees to uproot and lodge themselves in her throat.

“You deaf?” Uncle Mort moved the sunglasses to the top of his head, revealing a pair of piercing green eyes. “I said get on.”

Lex didn’t move. “I’m actually not feeling the eviscerated-by-a-creepy-stranger thing today,” she said, unable to hide the nervous tinge in her voice. “My vital organs are just fine where they are.”

He let out a short laugh. “That’s funny. You’re funny.” He thumped the seat of the bike. “Now get on.”

“No.”

Her uncle’s eye twitched. “You had five hours to change your mind. Get on the damned bike.”

Lex’s hands grew hot, the way they sometimes did when she got mad. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

“I wouldn’t lie to you. We’re family.”

“You don’t look like family. You look like a freak.”

“Okay, Lex,” he said, revving the engine once more. “I didn’t want it to come to this, but you leave me no—” His eyes widened at some unknown horror behind her. “Is that a bear?”

“What?” screeched Lex, twisting around to cower at —nothing.

But that millisecond of falsely placed terror was all Uncle Mort needed. Deftly grabbing her around the waist, he chucked her onto the seat behind him, kicked the bike into gear, and tore down the road as if blasted from a cannon.

“I can’t believe you fell for that!” he yelled over the roar of the engine.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Lex frantically threw her arms around his chest and screamed so loudly that a nearby flock of birds took to the air to escape the clamor. “Let me OFF!”

He sped up. “You’re welcome to jump at any time.”

Momentarily forgetting how wind works, Lex tried spitting at him. This failed. She wiped the goo from her cheek, deciding that the time for diplomacy had ended. Keeping one hand around his chest and balling the other into a fist, she exploded into a hysterical fury, pummeling his head, back, and, her very favorite target, kidneys.

Without even looking, Uncle Mort promptly reached back and grabbed her flailing arm, squeezing her wrist with a strength and certainty Lex had never before sensed from an adult. She stared at him with wide eyes as he stopped the bike and spun around to face her.

“You may have gotten away with this childish, petulant bullshit back home, but I assure you, it’s not going to fly here,” he said, letting go of her arm. “So I’ll cut you a deal: you behave like the mature individual that deep down I know you are, and in turn, you will be treated as such. Sound fair?”

Lex sat, stupefied. Over the past two years the various authority figures in her life had scolded, pleaded, lectured, cajoled, reprimanded, and threatened bodily harm, but none of them had spoken to her with anything resembling respect.

Uncle Mort took this brief opportunity of tranquility to toss her a helmet. “Almost forgot. Safety first.”

Lex took one look at the scar gashed into the corner of her uncle’s eye and quickly snapped the helmet onto her head. “Where’s yours?”

“I have a very thick skull,” he said, his eyes glinting with the sort of look possessed only by the criminally insane.

Lex stared. “You’re crazy.”

“Little bit.”

The motorcycle sprang to life yet again and shot down the road. Lex squinted against the wind as they rode, the trees a drab green blur, the road a dizzying ribbon beneath her feet.

“You ready, kiddo?” Uncle Mort eventually shouted.

“Ready for what?”

“A little excitement. Hold on!”

He sped up. Just as they approached a particularly grody puddle, he jerked the handlebars to the left. Lex hugged her uncle’s torso even tighter, her head lolling about in a comical fashion as the bike leaned into the turn, the mud splattering off the tires and onto her face. Lex briefly thought of her loved ones and prepared for death, pausing only to curse her uncle’s name straight to hell for robbing her of all the piercings she would never have the chance to get.

But the bike soon righted itself. “Are you out of your MIND?” she yelled, headbutting him with her helmet as they straightened out onto a narrow, darkened dirt road. She looked up at the impossibly dense trees, whose hostile gray branches now stretched over the road to form a low-ceilinged canopy. It was as if they were entering a bleak, sinister tunnel.

Uncle Mort stopped the bike and turned around in his seat to admire his handiwork. “You’ve got a little mud on your face.”

“No shit, jerkwad,” she said with a grimace, wiping it off. “What’s next? Will you be setting me on fire?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Lex. The flamethrower shoots forward.”

Lex couldn’t take it anymore. The madness had to be stopped. “Okay, wait a minute. You are my Uncle Mort? My father’s brother? A certified biological member of the most boring family on earth?”

“Guilty as charged. And I’m ecstatic to see you, kiddo. When your dad told me that you were becoming quite the handful, well . . .” He glanced sideways, his mouth twitching wryly at some inside joke. “I simply had to invite you.”

“To suffer through your little ride of death? We could have been killed!”

“Could have been killed. You’ll note that we weren’t.”

“Barely! What is going on?

“Relax, Lex. I know it seems strange, but all will be explained in good time.”

“Explain it now!” She punched his arm, a healthy dose of rage flowing.

“You are a spunky one, aren’t you?” he said, ignoring the blow. “Big bro said you were full of piss and vinegar, but I really had no idea.” He scratched his chin, thinking to himself. “This’ll work out better than I had hoped.”

Lex looked at her fist in shock, baffled that she still hadn’t inflicted the usual amount of pain. “Fine, be all cryptic,” she said in a misguided attempt to use reverse psychology. “I don’t care.”

“Wonderful.”

This infuriated Lex all over again. She jumped off the seat, only to be grabbed around the waist and wrangled back into it. “Let me go!” She tore off a mirror and brandished it in his face. “I mean it! I don’t want to go to your godforsaken hellbarn, you retarded psycho farmer!”

He let out an amused snicker. “I’m not a farmer.”

Lex stopped railing for a moment and blinked in confusion. “Then what are you?”

“Let’s just say I’m in the business of importing and exporting.”

She rolled her eyes. “Call it whatever you want. It still involves fertilizer.”

“I suppose it does, in a manner of speaking.”

Lex gritted her teeth. Among her many other shortcomings, she was not a patient girl. She didn’t know how much longer she could stand to be in the dark, irked and befuddled by a blatantly unhinged man who spoke only in riddles.

“Don’t worry, Lexington,” he said in a warm, avuncular voice. “You’ve got a truckload of potential, I can tell. You’re going to excel here.”

“Excel at what? Asking pointless questions that never get answered?”

“Oh, absolutely. But in addition to that—” He pried the mirror from her hands and smiled enigmatically. “This is going to be the best summer of your life. Trust me.”

As all kids know, it’s difficult enough to trust any adult, much less a deranged, life-endangering importer-exporter. As her uncle kicked the bike into gear, the possibility that maybe he really was a mass murderer crept back into her mind. Of course he was. Of course he had a machete stashed somewhere in the woods. Her small intestine would soon be strewn messily across the road, her head bouncing off into the trees like a kickball.

The tires slogged through more mud as they drove deeper into the very heart of the Adirondacks. The sky had all but disappeared from view. She peered over his shoulder, but could see nothing more than the rise of a small hill.

“We’re here,” Uncle Mort said as they came to a halt at the top.

“Where?”

He pointed ahead. “The godforsaken hellbarn.”

Lex stared. And stared.

Gone was the thick, ugly brush of forest. In its place lay a valley below, with rolling hills of green stretching as far as Lex’s stunned eyes could see. Dazzling blue ponds glittered furiously as the sun finally broke through the clouds. A gentle breeze wafted through the leafy trees and up the hill, bringing with it the luscious smell of lavender, vanilla, and freshly cut grass.

Uncle Mort turned to her and smiled.

“Welcome to Croak.”
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“I gotta be honest, Lex,” Uncle Mort said as they continued down the hill into town, slowing the bike so they could speak without yelling. “You look just about ready to soil yourself.”

Lex shot him a glare, then eyed a sign at the side of the road that read CROAK! POPULATION: 78. The number clicked over to 80 as they passed.

She scrunched up her nose. “That was weird.”

“But accurate.”

Lex gazed at the handful of small buildings as they passed by. “I don’t get it. Where’s the town?” she asked, searching into the distance.

“You’re in it.”

“This is it?”

“It is small,” Uncle Mort agreed. “But it’s got heart.”

Lex assumed he meant this literally as well as figuratively, since both sides of the street were lined with blooms of brilliantly red bleeding-heart flowers. As she gawked at the short buildings, she got the eeriest feeling that she had stumbled into a historical theme park. The storefronts just seemed so old-fashioned, like they were part of some bygone era of yore, or maybe even yesteryear. She had only ever seen places like this on the evening news during election years, when politicians invaded to kiss babies and purchase homemade pies from smiling, toothless bakery owners.

“Please tell me you have running water,” she said.

“Of course. Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

She couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “Croak’s a pretty modern place. Up there are the Pine Condos, where some of the younger people live, and a few good shops on the right down Slain Lane.” He pointed to a side street paved with cobblestones, unlike the smooth pavement of the one they were on. Lex craned her neck and spotted a handful of oddly named stores: a flower shop called PUSHING DAISIES, a mattress place labeled THE BIG SLEEP, and a grocery store with a giant sign reading BOUGHT THE FARM.

At the junction of the two roads, a gravestonelike obelisk rose out of a small fountain. Uncle Mort nodded to the left. “Best diner in the universe right there. Hello, Dora!” he called to the ancient woman sweeping the sidewalk outside. She waved cheerily.

“And the library’s up on the left—oh, but check this out, our pride and joy,” he said with reverence, looking straight ahead. At a fork in the road stood the tallest building in town, clocking in at a whopping two stories. The Victorian house was painted a sunny yellow, with friendly letters spelling out the word Bank across the façade. The wooden front porch contained a hammock, a small table, and, naturally, a pitcher of lemonade. “We take our investments very seriously.”

Lex struggled to take it all in. She had never seen a bank that looked as though it could double as a summer home. Nor could she conceive of a place that didn’t seem to have a single traffic light. And the quaint, nostalgic street sign labeled Dead End rather than Main Street only confirmed her suspicions that the town had surely lost its quaint, nostalgic marbles.

Then, just like that, it was behind them.

The bike veered onto the fork to the left of the Bank and passed a large field on the right. Across that, a dozen or so houses stretched down the other fork, looking like any other suburb in America.

Lex squirmed in her seat. “Are you kidding me? That was not a town,” she said. “I mean, where’s the Starbucks?”

Uncle Mort sighed. “Lex, I know you’re from New York, so I’m going to forgive you for that. But let me tell you something right now, something that I don’t want you ever to forget: Starbucks is an abomination.”

Lex was speechless, for she now believed there was no way in a million years this man could possibly be a blood relative.

“And here are my digs,” he said as the bike slowed. “What do you think?”

Lex no longer knew what to think. The house was practically a larger version of Uncle Mort himself—loud, schizophrenic, and potentially fatal. Speckled with all manner of colors in no apparent pattern, it looked as if it had rolled around the countryside picking up random items and whatnots before finally coming to a halt at the top of its grassy hill.

Lex ogled the bizarre devices poking out of each window as the bike rolled to a stop. She took off her helmet and dropped it to the ground. “You really live here?” she asked, her voice tinged with the faintest trace of warmth. This house, in all its chaotic glory, reminded her of her bedroom back home.

Uncle Mort dismounted the bike. “Yep. And now, so do you.” He handed her a set of keys. “Your room is the first door on the left.”

Lex, who from the moment of her conception had never had a room of her own, snatched the keys out of his hand and tore into the house. If she really was going to be stuck here for the duration of the summer, she might as well become accustomed to the living quarters in which she would undoubtedly be holing herself up. And at least this was an actual house with actual walls and not a crusty, fetid hayloft, as she had feared. It almost seemed—she hardly dared to think it—kind of cool.

She burst into the front hallway. Unsurprisingly, the kitchen was a mess, and the living room was buried under piles of unidentifiable paraphernalia. Useless junk clogged each pore. Empty photograph frames collected dust at every turn, while a large tank of jellyfish stretched across an entire wall, like a live mural. The luggage Lex’s mother had sent sat at the edge of it all, blending in perfectly. Lex grinned, her sense of alienation abating. This was exactly the way she and Cordy had always preferred to live: in utter squalor and disarray.

Tingling with anticipation, Lex ran down the hall to her room and flung open the door.

Her face fell.

No bedlam. No eyesores. And not a single useless trinket.

Instead, a beautifully carved armoire stood gracefully in the corner. Next to it, a desk made from spotless white oak. Pink bedding, curtains, and rugs, as if a flamingo had exploded. And worst of all, looming on the wall across from the frilly, perfectly made bed: a Titanic movie poster.

Lex shrieked in horror and slammed the door. “What was that?”

“What’s wrong?” Uncle Mort asked as he entered the house. “You don’t like it?”

“I hate it! Were those doilies?!”

“Dammit.” He sighed. “I thought I could trust him with this.”

Lex glanced at the slightly open door across from hers, on which was tacked a poster of The Who. She peeked through the crack, but all she could see was a massive set of drums. Next to that, another door was wide open and spewing a heavy stream of smoke. She squinted down a set of stairs at several bubbling vials of goo.

“Your basement’s on fire.”

“Oh, that’s just my lab,” Uncle Mort calmly replied, closing the door and fanning the sulfuric fumes away. “I like to tinker.”

“I see.” Lex strayed back into the living room and looked around, confused. “Where’s the TV?”

“I don’t have one.”

“WHAT?” she yelled. “WHAT?”

“After a few days you won’t even care. And don’t worry about your room, it’ll all be fixed by the time we get back.”

“Get back? Where are we going?”

“Out. Can’t very well have the redecorators come in while you’re still here, can we? Besides, we have to talk.”

“Yeah, right.” She let out a huff, walked into the kitchen, and sat down, throwing her muddy feet up onto the table. “You almost killed me about twelve times in the past hour. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“Ah, but you are.”

“Make me.”

“Gladly.”

And with a lightning-quick swoop of his arm, Uncle Mort grabbed his niece by the waist yet again, flung her over his shoulder, and walked out the door.

***

As she was lugged upside down through the empty streets of Croak, Lex thrashed with a ferocity that would have impressed even the most seasoned probation officer. Yet Uncle Mort seemed not to notice, and before long, Lex’s protests were reduced to nothing more than an occasional groan.

“Almost forgot—I promised your family we’d call when you got here,” he said cheerfully as they passed into the other end of town, his shoulder digging into her stomach more and more with every step.

Lex, now fairly nauseated, jammed her elbow into his lower back and propped up her addled head onto her hand. “Here’s an idea,” she said weakly. “You put me down, I’ll use my cell.”

“No reception for miles. Hence, the Cuff,” he said, indicating the strange band around his wrist.

“Fascinating. Put me down.”

Uncle Mort ignored her. “Gotta make a personal call first.” He did something to the Cuff—it turned staticky again and stayed that way—then began to quietly scold it. Lex thought she heard him utter a few key phrases like “it’s a bedroom, not a Victoria’s Secret,” but by now she was teetering too closely to the brink of unconsciousness to even guess what was going on.

“I am about two seconds away from vomiting all over every inch of you,” she told her uncle in a slurred voice as he hung up.

“And me without a poncho. Pity.”

She riskily let out a small burp. “Oh God. Put me down. Please?”

“Was that a magic word I just heard? Did an ounce of politeness just escape the mouth of Lexington Bartleby? I think it did!” And with a surprising gentleness, he lowered his queasy passenger to her feet.

“Good?” he asked, giving her a hard pat on the shoulder.

“Yep.” Lex’s eyes focused, then unfocused. “Nope. Head rush,” she said on her way to the ground.

Five minutes later she woke up and squinted at her uncle’s hovering head.

“Hey, kiddo. What’s your name?” he asked.

“Lex.”

“What month are we in?”

“July.”

“Yankees or Mets?”

“Mets.”

“Good girl.” He yanked her up from the ground and pointed at a nearby hill. “This way.”

Lex swallowed a couple of times, clutched her stomach, and followed him through the trees as he began talking into his wrist once more.

“Yep, she got in just fine, no problems to speak of. Lex, say hi to your dad.”

“Dad!” She grabbed her uncle’s arm and shouted into the flickering metal. “Your brother is a lunatic. He’s trying to kill me!”

“Nice try, Lex,” her father’s tinny voice answered. “You’re not getting home that easily.”

“I don’t think you’re fully grasping the enormity of the situation, Dad. He doesn’t even have a television!”

Uncle Mort jerked his arm away, hung up, and began walking faster. “Enough chat. Let’s enjoy us some nature.”

Lex tried to keep up. “Good idea. Find me a nice tree to puke on.”

They were now ascending the gently sloping side of a grassy bluff. When at last they reached the top, Lex gaped at her surroundings, which included, among other things, an enormous gray boulder that almost seemed to be keeping watch over the town below. “Where are we?”

Uncle Mort walked to the brink of the precipice and sat down on the cliff’s edge. “Best place in Croak to watch the sunset.”

Something in Lex snapped. She didn’t want to watch a sunset. She wanted to be told what in holy hell was going on here. The rage stirred yet again, spurring her to grab her uncle’s arm and twist it behind his back as hard as she could.

Seemingly bored with her antics, Uncle Mort breathed a peaceful sigh and gazed into the distance. The sun, a fiery ball of neon orange, set over the village below them.

“What can you see out there, Lex?” he asked in a tranquil voice.

“Well,” Lex said, twisting harder, “I see a pitiful excuse for a town, some trees, a few hills, and an abusive, stark raving madman.” She dug her nails into his wrist. “That about cover it?”

“More or less. Hey, would you mind letting go? It’s starting to tickle.”

Lex dropped his arm with a defeated grunt. How had she not separated his shoulder by now? Why wasn’t he begging for mercy?

“Just sit,” he said. “You may continue your attempt to detach one of my limbs later. Right now, there are some things you need to know.”

Lex sat, defeated, exhausted, but most of all, confused—because despite all efforts to suppress such inclinations, she could not help but feel the tiniest bit of admiration for her uncle, who was now wiping away the few drops of blood that emerged where her nails had dug into his skin.

He caught her sheepish gaze. “Don’t worry, I’ve encountered much worse,” he said, his eyes sparkling with either youthful excitement or demented delirium. “I knew you’d put up a good fight. I’d be surprised and frankly insulted if you hadn’t.”

Lex cocked her head. The wrath that had raged within her only seconds ago seemed to be rapidly melting away of its own accord, like an ebbing storm. What was going on?

“But you’re also smart,” he went on, “which is why you’re going to listen very closely to what I’m about to tell you. Right?”

Lex found herself nodding. How did he do that?

He turned serious, all traces of insanity abruptly leaving his face. “Your parents haven’t been entirely forthcoming with you, Lex. Nor have I been entirely forthcoming with your parents. It was my idea for you to come here, not theirs. When I heard that you had turned delinquent, I knew your time had come. So I suggested to your father that you visit me and experience some country living.” His eyes turned dark. “But that is not your purpose here.”

Lex listened as patiently as she could, tearing a piece of grass into microscopic shards.

“We’re going into town tomorrow, and I want you to be prepared. What we do here is important business and should never, ever be taken lightly. We have been blessed—and burdened—with a very grave responsibility, if you’ll forgive the pun.” He glanced over the valley. “Croak, as you may have gathered, is a different kind of town. All of its citizens exist for a common purpose. Naturally, from time to time we need some fresh blood, which is where you come in. And as I said earlier, you’re going to be a natural. Trust me on that one. All you need to do is pay close attention, learn as much as you can, and try not to be scared by anything you see.”

“Scared of what?” she said. “How disgustingly adorable your little village is? The perfectly groomed flowers? The—the . . .” Lex trailed off. A national coffee shop chain wasn’t the only thing missing from this town. She had seen no firehouses, no police departments, churches, gas stations, schools . . .

A furious outbreak of goose bumps flickered across her skin. Everything was starting to feel very strange.

That same electric crackle shot through the air once more as Uncle Mort opened his mouth to speak. “Lex,” he said, “Croak is a portal—one that sits between our world and the next.”

A strange noise escaped Lex’s lips, something between a stupefied gasp and a dubious snicker. “What?”

“That’s why you’re here. I’m going to teach you how to do what I do.”

“And what is that?”

He leaned in close. She could feel his breath on her face.

“I Kill people.”
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